ADDRESS OF THANKS TO THE SPONSORS AND JURY OF THE TRUMAN CAPOTE AWARD FOR LITERARY CRITICISM IN MEMORY OF NEWTON ARVIN (2009)
Though not a true numismatist, I take pleasure in coins. One is in structed not to handle them with ungloved fingers, for fear of rubbing off the "luster" or "bloom." Even so, I confess to enjoying them as objects. I would even carry one or two on long-haul flights (when I took these; I am no longer able to) where others might carry a lucky pebble as tactile comforters.
My favorite coin is probably the English "cartwheel" tuppence of
1797
. It was what the experts call an "intrinsic value" coin; this is to say that it contained exactly two pennies' worth of copper as the price stood at the date of its issue. It is not a pretty coin; it is indeed un couth, thick, and with a circumference equal to that of a silver crown, a much more valuable and aesthetically pleasing coin. Dyscrasy" (to quote a seventeenth-century theologian) is at the root of common existence in the liberal democracies and that when its con verse eucracy is polemically asserted by the state (as in Nazi Germany or the Stalinist Soviet Union) tyranny far worse than mere plutocratic lobbying ensues. Not that the plutocratic lobby is anything other than foully debilitating to the energies of creation and criticism. It is a paradox or oxymoron that must be lived with: one cannot be original without at the same time being deeply indebted. In my criti cal writings I am not acknowledging a personal debt to the past, be cause acknowledgment in that form can be a merely patronizing ges ture (as a best-selling historical novelist might acknowledge her research team). My overriding concern is to bring to general attention the inescapable involvement of present with past and, perhaps even more urgently, of one's own present with the present as it is experi enced by others. The metamorphic power of great writing is that it is able to change this passive involvement or impaction into an active quality of perception. No one can be radical who does not understand her roots. But I persist in regarding a writer's essential roots as being in the broadest sense semantic rather than familial or racial. What was once said, con cerning the various interferences of critics, by Henry Rago, a former editor of Poetry, could hardly be bettered: "when the language is that of the imagination, we can be grateful enough to read that language as it asks to be read: in the very density of the medium, without the vio lence of interpolation or reduction." In my perplexity, "intrinsic value"
Geoffrey Hill is a shorthand tag for acknowledging the writer's inescapable engage ment with the density of the medium.
I would suppose Rago to mean that the work's commingling of agitation and repose encourages in the cognate reader a reciprocal at tention. The repose is of course the finality, as it must appear, of for mal utterance. The agitation is one of desire, by the writer to attain rest, by the reader also to attain rest, though of a somewhat different kind. Writer and reader alike desire to rest in the work. and haplessness changing to the paradox of ebullience and grace. These qualities I find in abundance in Nashe and Burton, less evi dently in Swift. With Jeremy Taylor, whose "publike Dyskrasy" has ranged like a motto-phrase throughout this address, the focus, though not the gen eral circumference, shifts significantly. Coleridge spoke of his "great & lovely mind" but the loveliness is more than a happy accident of temperament. It is a willed instrument of persuasion whereby mid seventeenth-century Anglican royalism is shown at all times to be more comely than sectarian anarchy. Nashe and Burton have great minds, and each practices an Anglican form of polity, but they are not "lovely" in quite the way that Coleridge means us to apply the term to Taylor. Even so, and at this point he most closely resembles the au thors already named, Taylor's roots are as much in classical comedy as in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament: "These in phantastick sem blances declare a severe councell and usefull meditation." He is Petro nian in his vision of the oxymoronic dominion of carnality.
In pursuing my reading of these authors I have found myself be coming more and more Petronian in attitude and rhetorical manage ment. In recent years, I suspect, these elements have become en grained and engrafted in my own poetry, though this is a category of work which I vowed I would not stray into when I began drafting this address.
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